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Abstract 
As educational leaders, we aspire to build great systems in 
a landscape of barriers. Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) allows us to do that, and universally designed lead-
ership allows us to apply proven principles of learning to 
successful leadership practices in the 21st Century. This 
session will cover the basics of Universally Designed Lead-
ership and provide strategies for universally designing pro-
fessional development. 

INTRODUCTION 
Universally designed professional development is critical in 
order to implement UDL as a district wide framework. A 
district’s most important resource is human capital - the 
staff members who work to support students. Investing in 
these professionals ensures that all members of the teaching 
and learning team have a shared understanding of best 
practices, a commitment to the district strategy, and the 
ability to implement the evidence-based strategies that will 
result in the most effective student outcomes. 
A top-down approach to PD will not be effective, based on 
the principles of UDL. If we want our staff to become mo-
tivated, knowledgeable, strategic practitioners, we must 
design PD in alignment with the UDL guidelines. This 
means that in addition to offering multiple offerings, each 
individual session needs to provide options for engagement, 
representation, and action and expression. 
In order to build engagement, it’s important to understand 
what PD is relevant and meaningful for your staff. With 
new initiatives required by the state, it’s tempting to use 
available PD time to provide training on these issues of 
compliance or to offer PD with a prototype model, as men-
tioned previously. The danger of this, however, is that if 
teachers do not feel as though the PD is relevant, learning 
will not occur, and compliance will be much more difficult 
to achieve. 
Before designing and delivering PD to staff, it is important 
to start with a districts strategy. Since strategy is collec-
tively designed with all stakeholders, built on a shared vi-
sion, exemplifies meaningful goals, is revised with mas-
tery-oriented feedback, and aligned to capital and technolo-
gy plans, it’s imperative that it is the basis for professional 
development so teachers can be engaged in improving the 
outcomes for all students. 
Collaborating with staff to define a PD calendar and PD 
initiatives goes a long way to increasing this engagement. 
In the fall of 2015, we asked our district educators to rate 
their level of satisfaction with their multi-part series. 99.8% 

of teachers noted that they were satisfied or highly satisfied 
with the offering they attended. 
Peer-reviewed research argues that the three most im-
portant aspects in a professional development program are 
time span, coherence, and focus on content (Hill, 2012). 
Research suggests that in order to have any impact on stu-
dent achievement, staff must receive a minimum of 14 
hours of study in the same professional development focus 
area (Hill, 2012). Teachers who receive substantial profes-
sional development (intensive, sustained and strongly im-
plemented)—an average of 49 hours a year— can boost 
their students’ achievement by about 21 percentile points 
(Wei, Darling-Hammond, & Adamson, 2010). 

MULTIPLE MEANS OF ENGAGEMENT 
You need to attract people’s attention before you can teach 
them anything or share information with them. This is why 
it is important to share how the work will be meaningful by 
connecting it to the needs of the district. If this is done well, 
you won’t have anyone in a PD session that says, “Why are 
we learning this anyways?” 
Recruiting interest is simple. Maintaining interest is the 
work. This is why it is important to offer opportunities for 
collaboration and discuss the importance of growth mind-
set. With new initiatives, some learners may feel over-
whelmed, may fear the unknown, or may feel as though 
what they are currently doing is more effective. Therefore, 
it’s important to remind attendees of the research underly-
ing each session and the goals of the session. Also, antici-
pate the challenges so you have coping opportunities in 
place. 
Lastly, we must develop self-assessment and reflection in 
our PD facilitators and our teachers. This allows everyone 
to reflect on their learning and it also improves future PD 
offerings. Collecting feedback throughout and at the com-
pletion of session ensures that the session or the attendees 
don’t go too far off track. 

MULTIPLE MEANS OF REPRESENTATION 
Don’t allow the presentation of new initiatives, research on 
best practice, etc. to be presented in only one way. Provide 
options so teachers can choose to attend a plenary session, 
read about the proposed initiatives, listen to a podcast, etc. 
Often PD sessions take place in large auditoriums with 
someone on stage “standing and delivering.” Keep in mind 
that presentations like this are barriers to many learners. 
Our staff represents as much variability as our students. 
When preparing PD sessions, think about any specific 
terms that may not be familiar. Consider providing a hard 
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copy or a link to a glossary of terms for new initiatives. 
Also, provide visual representations of topics under study. 
Instead of just presenting about UDL, for example, provide 
a visual representation of the three brain networks. This is 
an example of illustrating through multiple media. 
When providing PD on UDL, or universally designing PD 
in content areas, it’s crucial to show how the new initiative 
fits in with what teachers and staff are already doing. Time 
is limited, and our staff can’t simply start over every time 
we learn more about best practice. Guide this work by mak-
ing connections to other effective practices. This will acti-
vate their background knowledge and allow them to trans-
fer new skills to their practice without throwing everything 
away and starting from scratch. 

MULTIPLE MEANS OF ACTION AND EXPRESSION 
During PD sessions, provide opportunities for learners to 
get up and collaborate in person, interact with online mod-
ules, and/or use multimedia tools or assistive technology to 
express what they are learning to implement new skills 
with students. Even short movement breaks can increase 
engagement and activate the brain. 
As research suggested, teachers need to apply new content 
they learn in PD and reflect on the implementation process. 
Providing options for teachers to implement and share this 
work is invaluable. For example, teachers can be encour-
aged to design lessons and then write a reflection on how 
the lesson went, or bring in student work that resulted from 
the lesson. Providing exemplars, templates, and rubrics 
allow learners to access support that will guide them as 
they implement new knowledge and skills with their stu-
dents. 
Having clear goals for PD sessions is only the first step of 
building executive function. It’s also important to ask 
learners to set their own goals for the PD session or series. 
They may want to create a strategy, or a to-do list, of how 
they will implement the information gathered in PD. Also, 
make it clear what your participants will be able to do as a 
result of the PD session. This will allow them to monitor 
their progress throughout the session. 
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